I was always discomfited whenever I accompanied friends to hospitals, or emergency rooms, at having to answer the question of the doctor, "Who are you?" with the words, "A friend." It sounded so flimsy-so infinitely weaker than, "His brother," "His cousin," "His brother-in-law." It sounded like a euphemism; a word that did not, could not, convey what our bond really was. vi Holleran's experience supports Rawlins' claim that friendship occupies a marginal position within the matrix of interpersonal relations and has "no clear normative status."
vii Kathy Werking affirms this, deeming friendship "the most fragile social bond."
viii We can attribute some of friendship's unstable footing in Western societies to the absence of obligatory dimensions. We are not born into friendships, as most are into families. Like marriage, friendship is a voluntary relationship; ix but unlike marriage, friendship lacks religious and legal grounding, rendering the creation, maintenance, and dissolution of friendship an essentially private, negotiable endeavor.
x Friends come and stay together primarily through common interests, a sense of alliance, and emotional affiliation. xi Friendship, according to Rawlins, "implies affective ties." xii In friends, we seek trust, honesty, respect, commitment, safety, support, generosity, loyalty, mutuality, constancy, understanding, and acceptance. xiii In addition to emotional resources, friendships provide identity resources. Humans form, reinforce, and alter conceptions of self and other in the context of ongoing relationships. This explains why Gary Alan Fine calls friendship "a crucible for the shaping of selves."
xiv Friendships tend to confirm more than contest conceptions of self because we often befriend those similar to ourselves, those more "self" than "other." As Rawlins points out, this begins in early childhood, when young persons typically have more access to playmates of the same age, sex, and physical characteristics. xv Similarly, adolescent friends tend to be of the same race, school grade, and social standing. Throughout life, friendships have a pronounced likelihood of developing within (rather than across) lines such as culture, education, marital and career status, and socioeconomic class. Because of this, posits Rawlins, friendships more likely "reinforce and reproduce macrolevel and palpable social differences than…challenge or transcend them."
xvi When friendships do cross social groups, the bonds take on political dimensions.
Opportunities exist for dual consciousness-raising and for members of dominant groups (e.g., men, Euro-Americans, Christians, and heterosexuals) to serve as allies for friends in marginalized groups. As a result, those who are "just friends" can become just friends, interpersonal and political allies who seek personal growth, meaningful relationships, and social justice.
xvii
Friendship as Fieldwork
When I began proposing friendship as a method of inquiry, I received some quizzical looks. Even some who view friendship as an important topic and who recognize that friendships sometimes arise in the context of research expressed skepticism about a methodological link between friendship and fieldwork.
In many ways, though, friendship and fieldwork are similar endeavors. Both involve being in the world with others. To friendship and fieldwork communities, we must gain entrée. We negotiate roles (e.g., student, confidant, advocate), shifting from one to another as the relational context warrants. Our communication might progress, in Martin Buber's terms, from "seeming" to "being," from I-It (impersonal and instrumental), to I-You (more personal yet role-bound), to moments of I-Thou, where we are truly present, meeting one another in our full humanity. xviii We navigate membership, participating, observing, and observing our participation. xix We learn insider argot and new codes for behavior. As we deepen our ties, we face challenges, conflicts, and losses. We cope with relational dialectics, negotiating how private and how candid we will be, how separate and how together, how stable and how in-flux. One day, finite projectsand lives-end, and we may "leave the field."
Foundations
Friendship as method builds on several established approaches to qualitative research. It is based on the principles of interpretivism, which according to Thomas Schwandt, stem from the German intellectual traditions of hermeneutics (interpretation) and verstehen (understanding), from phenomenology, and from the critiques of positivism.
xx
Interpretivists take reality to be both pluralistic and constructed in language and interaction. Like other interpretive and critical approaches, Fine's rejects scientific neutrality, universal truths, and dispassionate inquiry and works toward social justice, relational truths, and passionate inquiry.
Through authentic engagement, the lines between researcher and researched blur, permitting each to explore the layers of self, other, and relationship. Instead of "speaking for" or even "giving voice," researchers get to know others in meaningful and sustained ways.
Fine's philosophy shares much common ground with participatory action research (PAR). We sacrifice a day of writing to help someone move. We set aside our reading pile when someone drops by or calls "just to talk." When asked, we keep secrets, even if they would add compelling twists to our research report or narrative. We consider our participants an audience and struggle to write both honestly and empathically for them. lii We lay ourselves on the line, going virtually anywhere, doing almost anything, pushing to the furthest reaches of our being.
We never ask more of participants than we are willing to give. Friendship as method demands radical reciprocity, a move from studying "them" to studying us. This ethic of friendship also extends to our relationships with readers. We research pressing social problems that undermine freedom, democracy, equity, and peace. We strive to ensure that our representations expose and contest oppression associated with race, nationality, gender, class, sexual orientation, religion, age, and ability. With compelling, transgressive accounts, we seek to engage readers, and on multiple levels: intellectually, aesthetically, emotionally, ethically, and politically. lvii Together, researchers, participants, and readers learn to practice a more active and responsible citizenship.
Strengths of Friendship as Method
For everyone involved, friendship as method can provide a unique perspective on social life. In the ethnographic dialogue, lviii we bring together personal and academic discourses, comparing, contrasting, and critiquing them.
For the Researcher
This move offers much to qualitative researchers. Perhaps the most meaningful benefit is the relationships themselves. Total immersion of both our academic and personal selves can foster multifaceted bonds. Of his relationships with the men of Opportunity House, Angrosino writes, "I didn't want to be thought of as just the guy who showed up every so often with the tape recorder. I
wanted to remain someone who had connections to their lives in general." The impact of our relationships ripples through every dimension of my life.
One area profoundly affected has been my connections with women, both lesbian-and heterosexually-identified. Observing my participants' same-sex bonds, I have been prompted to seek new levels of affiliation in my own. I am better able to tap into the loving-even eroticpossibilities of female friendship, and I believe this renders me a more feminist ally to other women.
These layered connections also allow me to see the many faces of oppression. These works then can be taken outside the fieldwork community and used as sources of education. Tim Mahn, a friend since 1994 and participant in the original study, said of Between Gay and Straight, "There are so many people I meet, or I'm friends with, or acquaintances, or family members, or people from my past that I'd like to send a copy. I think they could be enlightened. It's going to be a great tool."
Finally, our writings from friendship as method can promote social change. In Tim's words, "As a reader, I kept thinking, 'I want to do something; I have to do something.' [The project] gave me energy. I feel like I'm now a bit of an activist." On a similar note, Rob told me, "You've shown us that we have a lot of responsibility, and that being out is courageous. If we can be that, I know we can help others."
Considerations of Friendship as Method
For both researcher and participants, friendship as method raises the ethical stakes. The demands are high and the implications can be daunting.
For the Researcher
Every researcher must consider practical issues. Deadlines for publication, grant applications, tenure, and promotion structure and constrain our work lives. Not all researchers can afford to spend at least a year in the field and another year or more writing, revisiting, and rewriting.
Questions graduate students have asked include, "How do I get a project like this through my thesis/dissertation committee?" and, "Will anyone hire this kind of researcher?" Students interested in such work must find programs that support it. Some of the projects I have discussed On the other hand, practicing friendship as method does make it challenging to specify, in advance, research questions and objectives for external evaluators such as dissertation committees and institutional review boards. Our work also may be difficult to contextualize for more traditional colleagues and funding agencies. To help provide such a context, I included a detailed statement of my methodological philosophy, articulating many ideas contained in this appendix, in a professional assessment report for evaluations at mid-tenure, tenure, and promotion to full professor. The statement sparked discussions with the multi-disciplinary evaluation committees, but I was not asked to defend my approach. Each researcher has to gauge the political and methodological climate of her or his department and institution in order to frame what s/he does in terms that peers and evaluators will find understandable and persuasive.
Careful consideration must be given to emotional demands as well. With friendship as method, researchers must examine, scrutinize, and critique ourselves in ways not required by traditional qualitative inquiry. Kiesinger's relationship with Abbie, whose account of bulimia centers on a long history of sexual exploitation, evoked a vague yet haunting sense that Kiesinger also had been sexually abused as a child. Close relationships with my friends/collaborators make it impossible to shirk from my heterosexism and heterosexual privilege. Though such radical reflexivity can take us to the darkest corners of our socialization and experience, it also can enlighten our thinking, our accounts, and our being.
Relationally, doing fieldwork this way carries all the risks that friendship does. Because we must reveal and invest so much of ourselves, researchers are more vulnerable than we ever have had to be, which means we can be profoundly disappointed, frustrated, or hurt. Another consideration involves our sometimes-conflicting obligations. On one hand, we must respect and honor our relationships with participants; on the other, we owe readers as comprehensive and complex an account as possible. After collecting narratives of conversion to Messianic Judaism, Berger wanted to interview participants' significant others about their reactions to the person who had changed faiths. In the end, she rejected the idea, concluding that this "would be too disruptive to the delicate truce many family members share when one member has converted." lxxii Though such interviews would have brought a new and provocative dimension to her project, Berger privileged her ethic of friendship over her ethnographic interest.
As mentioned, due to our deep and sustained involvement, we may be told secrets that would add significant layers to our accounts. Even with non-privileged information, the dual role of friend/researcher makes it difficult to decide what to divulge, especially regarding information that potentially discredits our participants.
Berger reports being disconcerted by the conservative attitudes toward abortion and samesex relations that her participants expressed. On several occasions, the sexism exhibited by my gay male friends/participants troubled me. In face-to-face encounters in the field, both Berger and I tended to suppress much of our disapproval. lxxiii Had our participants been strangers or simply "subjects," we may have maintained a more critical distance and felt more empowered to challenge their views directly. lxxiv Later, we included these issues in our written accounts, hoping our portrayals would spark reflection and action, both in and outside our fieldwork communities. At some level, though, even this felt like a betrayal to our friends/participants, already members of stigmatized and marginalized groups.
Under friendship as method, researchers must pay constant close attention to ethical issues, including informed consent, confidentiality, and beneficence. At times, we navigate their pathways in unconventional ways. Angrosino's research, for example, centered on mentally retarded adults, many of whom also have a history of mental illness and/or criminal behavior. Because his participants may have difficulty assessing the consequences of consent, Angrosino wrote ethnographic fiction and created composite characters.
My approach to confidentiality changed as the relationships changed. In my first class
paper on the network of friends, I followed social science conventions by using pseudonyms and altering other identifying details. Later, as the project became more collaborative, I asked my friends/participants to choose between having a pseudonym, including their real first name only, or using their real first and last names. lxxv I explained that pseudonyms were the standard and safest approach. For the dissertation, one primary participant, Adam (not out at work or to his family), requested a pseudonym and asked that I write only generally about his occupation and hometown.
Others (David, Gordon, Rob, and Pat) had me use real first and last names. Because Between Gay and Straight would be a more public and accessible document, I contacted the group again. This time, "Adam" gave permission to use his real first name (Al), while another participant, embarking on a new career, asked that I alter his last name. All men consented to having photographs of them in the book, and Tim and Rob agreed to appear on the cover with my husband and me.
When Tim and Rob decided to use their real names, each said to me, "I want to do this for Straight to activist groups (e.g., the ACLU, the Human Rights Campaign, Equality Florida, GLSEN, and PFLAG) and continually offer myself as a resource to community groups, the media, educators, and students.
When researchers become allies to groups the dominant culture has constructed as deviant (e.g., gay men, Messianic Jews, women struggling with bulimia, people with AIDS) and assign the resultant texts in their classes, not all students respond positively. Friendship as method requires that ethics remain at the forefront of our research and our research relationships. Confidentiality and informed consent become ongoing negotiations.
Researchers and participants reflexively consider and discuss power dynamics at every turn and constantly strive to balance the need to advance the interpretive and critical agendas of their projects and the need to protect one another from harm.
Conclusion
Most any study involving human "subjects" can incorporate some aspect of friendship as Certainly, the full scope of friendship as method does not fit every qualitative project.
Time, career, and interest constraints limit our ability to study social life at the natural pace of friendship. Likewise, our purposes may not best be served in the natural contexts of friendship.
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